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Recollections from the 1976 festivals in Bielska-Biala in Poland and in 
Moscow at the 12th UNIMA Congress and festival reveal that the general 
trend in Puppetry is that the manipulators remain in full view with sometimes 
«masked actors. Often this worked out wonderfully but more often it robbed 
much from the puppet characters, who merely appeared like props. 


Another trend was the huge size of puppets used by some troupes. 


Of course the best performances with high technical skill were from the 

Socialist countries. They are usually very large companies of 120 or 150 

artists, technicians, engineers etc., and are largely state subsidized. Thus they 
can carry out experiments and have highly trained and skilled workers. 


Amongst the best shows also highly technical were presented by Poland, 
_Czechoslovakia and Russia. 


Firstly the Deti Alfa theatre from Pilsen, Czechoslovakia presented a 
fantastic show of a historical event, called ‘“‘U Hradu Rabi”, an episode from 
‘the Hussite Wars. It was the story of how Jan Ziska and his army besieged the 
castle. The stage was only one stretch of a huge bench. The puppet manipula- 
tors were all in traditional folk costume, but of very subdued sandy coloured 
hues. They manipulated the 3’ tall beautifully carved wooden puppets in full 
view. Puppets natural wood only, had all mobile limbs but no string or rods; 
the hands of the puppet players gave them the necessary movement. The 

- changing of the sets was so very quick and in fact the whole play was so alive. 
A great performance, inspite of the fact that the actors moved all over the 
stage with their puppets. They went unnoticed because of their quick and 
ee a This was a. really exciting performance holdin interest to 
the en 


Another remarkable show, from Poland was the play ‘Janosik’ per- 
-formed at an open air theatre Szezyrk, in Skalite Skognia inthe mountains. 
It was a very cold night and camp fires were lit, which helped to enhance the 
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scene and create an ‘atmosphere. It was the life sketch of Janosik, a Robin- 
hood like character famous among the Czechs, Poles and the Slovaks alike. 
Soit was done in 3 parts with collaboration from these three different 
countries: his birth, life, capture and death. 

The puppets were simple though very characteristic, hewn from large 
wooden logs, with legs or arms moving asthe need arose. These too were 
worked by actors in fuil view in peasant costumes. Like in the Czech play, 
here too, the set changing in the play was executed so beautifully on stage, 
appearing asa part of the play. The Sutradhars.part was done by 2 voices 
male and female and a chorus at times, who were sitting round the camp 
fires. The whole perfor-mance was directed by the versatile Mme Leokadia 
Serafinowicz and was quite an experience. 


Another very lively and extremely skillfully manipulated show was 
from the GULIVER Theatre of Warsaw called ‘‘The Inhabitants of Carda- 
mon.” The story was about 3 robbers who rob a train and kidnap a lady who 
reforms them and marries Casper the bravest of them all, finally. 


Settings were large but excellent to go with the large 10d puppets 

which were charming, and a unique manipuiation of changing of clothes on 
the stage was very efficiently and cleverly done. Of course here the mani- 
pulators were not in view of the audience at all. 


Another interesting play at this festival was by Zygomars Theatre from 
Namu. Belgium—directed by Hubert Roman. They did little anecdotes 
from tales. The puppets were huge, larger than men, made from gaily printed 
fabrics and patchwork, light and made of foam evidently. The tales were 
mostly of funny incidents like a doctor trying to innoculate the kangaroo, 
‘the hippo and each animal’s reaction. 


The stage was rather unusual; made up of white umbrellas of all sizes, 
‘fixed and arranged at different levels with ladders as props, and a big patch- 
work cloth curtain. It was very amusing and quite lively. 


The Pansiwony Puppet and Mask theatre Groteska, from Cracow 
Poland, presented a show based on folk lyrics and traditional skopkas of 
Christmas festivities and other ceremonies. Puppets here were humans dressed 
in big masks or masked manipulators working huge rod puppets. 


Silven Theatre from Bulgaria presented Exupery’s “Little Prince”. 
Here the manipulators were in full view and dressed in air-force blue, and 
really they overpowered the puppets specially the Little Prince. The girl who 
manipulated him was lovely and she :took away all attention from.the Prince 
who was overdressed in a shimmering costume, very unlike the simple Prince 
and looked more like a girl! The stage.was a spiral staircase on which and 
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around which all took place. Some ideas were very beautifully depicted like 
the drunkard, but unfortunately the actors were so well turned out that the 
puppets only seemed props in their hands. 


The French couple Monestiers, Claude and Colette, presented their 
“Theatre sur le Fil” (Theatre on a string) and “Oiseau Vole” (The Bird Flies). 
Their. play was very poetical and although they were in full view of the 
audience when manipulating, they were dressed in black and so with black 
stage masking remained unnoticed. They used paper cut outs and two gigantic 
puppets. The stage was in black with 2 strings running across. Claude cut 
out a birdlike figure from heavy paper, and gave it to Colette who moved it 
like a bird and propped it on to a string. Then they made, from paper, a man 
in the shop and a boat in which hesails to the land of dreams. In the dream 
sequence two huge puppets, visions of parents, come up. These were made 
of baskets, hangers on a huge pedestal which Claude and Colette respectively 
moved from the back. This was a very unusual and poetical performance 
with the special French touch. 


Another play in which very large puppets were used was by Sweden’s 
Theatre Institute group, directed by Michael Meschke on ‘‘The Death of 
Joaquim Murieta” with large puppets manipulated by actors with traditional 
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costume, but of grey, white and black in full view of audience. In fact all was 
in grey, white and black. In one sequence table top small puppets also were 
used. It was very cleverly done, and the singing voice of the Spanish lady 
created a remarkable atmosphere. But unfortunately the theme chosen was 
disagreeable to many Americans specially as they felt it was a dig at them 
and out of place at an International Festival. 


The best show at Moscow was one by the Gorky theatre of the “Tale of 
the Dead Princéss and Seven Knights”’ a more or less Snow White story theme. 
It was done in a beautifully carved frame and the rod puppets so beautifully 
made and dressed, that they looked like paintings, of the Russian traditional 
Palekh work. Of course it was exquisite in its fantasy too as no manipulators 


were seen. 


Then “The Tsar Sultan” by Obraztsov’s Central Theatre was another 
masterpiece. Here again the manipulators flitted on and off the stage in full 
view of the audience often, and dressed in a biege coloured traditional costu- 
mes. There were 3 stages also in some colour and was design, where rod 
puppets were seen and played. At first the manipulators did cause more attrac- 
tion than the puppets which were georgeously dressed, but soon one was not 
conscious of them. One very lovely and original part was when the ship sailed 
all the lady members of the troupe, picked up, head high, their frilled aprons, 
which were seablue lined to cover them, and swayed while behind them the 
ship sailed. This was very effective. 


ay 
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Then there were many other shows from different countries where the 
manipulatiers were overwhelming and one never felt one was seeing puppets, 
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and sometimes the manipulators in full view even seemed completely 
out of place. But the Japanese Bunraku I guess has been the influence on the 
West, but then all are not successful in their attempts at this style of puppet 
plays, where the manipulator should get lost and not overpower the puppet 
character, which normally requires the manipulator’s heart soul and body to 
give it life. 


Other straightforward and very charming shows were skilfully presented 
by Jean Paul Hubert of France, a one man show, with much French humour; 
Richard Bradshaw of Australia with his humorous anecdotes in shadow 
theatre; and the Simple Simon story by Dick Myers of U.S.A., also a one man 
show. Then the Lampoon theatre from Toronto, Canada by Johan and 
Alison Vendergun with their performance of ‘“‘Clowning around” was truly 
charming and simple. These and Obrastzov’s theatre’s the ‘‘Little Potamus” 
was very lovely and full of fun. 


While all the traditional shows were very enlightening from Uzbegkistan, 
Poland, Algiers, Japan and Mongolia occasionally the stage like the one of 
Uzbegkistan was made of straw and matting, and in a way very much like our 
traditional theatre; they had opening prayers, and a lighting of candles 
ceremony. 


On the whole the general trend in the Shows presented were the mani- 
pulators being in full view, and more often than not they took the emphasis 
away from the puppets. These experiments are alright but I do hope 
that puppeteers realise soon that they are damaging their puppets trying to 
mingle the human actor with the puppet, which only if very skillfully and 
thoughtfully done can present puppets in their true setting which is a world 
of fantasy. 
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